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1
METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR PROTECTING
AGAINST COMPUTER VIRUSES

REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATION

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 10/888,738, filed Jul. 9, 2004, which claims
priority to 60/486,754, filed Jul. 11, 2003 which is incorpo-
rated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present disclosure relates to computer systems. More
specifically, the present disclosure relates to a method and
system for protecting against computer viruses.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In today’s highly computer dependant environment, com-
puter security is a major concern. The security of computers
is routinely threatened by malicious programs such as com-
puter viruses, Trojan horses, worms and the like. Once com-
puters are infected with these malicious programs, the mali-
cious programs may have the ability to damage expensive
computer hardware, destroy valuable data, tie up limited
computing resources or compromise the security of sensitive
information.

To guard against the risk of malicious programs, antivirus
programs are often employed. Antivirus programs are com-
puter programs that can scan computer systems to detect
malicious programs embedded within computer memory and
infected computer files. Malicious programs can then be
removed from memory or infected files, infected files may be
quarantined or the infected file may be deleted from the
computer system.

Antivirus programs currently use a wide range of tech-
niques to detect and remove malicious programs from
infected computer systems. One technique for detecting mali-
cious programs is to perform a virus signature scan. Accord-
ing to this technique, computer files, key hard disk sectors
such as the boot sector and master boot record (MBR) and
computer system memory are searched for the presence of
virus signatures. Virus signatures are key patterns of com-
puter code that are known to be associated with malicious
programs. Virus signature scans are highly effective tools for
maintaining computer system security provided that the virus
signature scanner has access to a database of known virus
signatures that is kept up to date. This is because the virus
signature scanner cannot identify a malicious program unless
a virus signature for that malicious program has been incor-
porated into the virus signature scanner’s database of known
virus signatures.

Another technique for detecting and removing malicious
programs is to perform a heuristic virus scan. Heuristic virus
scans are able to intelligently estimate whether computer
code is a malicious program. This technique relies on pro-
grammed logic, called heuristics, to make its determinations.
While a heuristic virus scan has the potential to protect
against viruses that are new and unknown, the efficacy of
these scanners are constantly improved by updated heuristics
that are obtained and incorporated into the heuristic virus
scanners in much the same way that new virus signatures
should be obtained when using the virus signature scan tech-
nique.

New viruses are introduced to computers with increasing
frequency. Previously, computers tended to exchange infor-
mation primarily through floppy disks. Because of the limi-
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tations of this format, exchange of information between com-
puters was slow and infrequent. Because malicious programs
propagate from one computer to another through the
exchange of information, this slow exchange of information
limited the propagation of malicious programs.

Today computers are more interconnected than ever. The
frequent use of email and the popularity of always-on high-
speed internet connections provide fertile ground for the
propagation of malicious programs.

The use of email is particularly suited for the propagation
of' malicious programs. Increasingly sophisticated malicious
programs such as worms are able to commandeer the email
client program on an infected computer and use it to send an
email carrying the malicious program to every email address
known to the email client program. For example a list of
contacts or address book incorporated into the email client.
The result is that the computer resources of a computer user
are exploited to propagate the malicious program, often
before the user even realizes that his or her computer has been
infected. Because of the speed at which these malicious pro-
grams can propagate, a well-adapted malicious program can
quickly turn into a global outbreak.

During such an outbreak, providers of antivirus programs
move quickly to examine samples of the malicious program
to ascertain its virus signature or new heuristics that can be
used to detect it. The providers then distribute the virus sig-
natures or heuristics to their customers. Once the customers
receive the virus signatures or heuristics, they can incorporate
it into their virus signature scanner’s database of known virus
signatures or heuristic virus scanner thereby protecting them
from that particular outbreak threat.

However, because computer users are required to affirma-
tively download these virus signatures or heuristics and incor-
porate them into their database of known virus signatures or
heuristic virus scanner, a user might not find out about the
outbreak and download the required updates before the mali-
cious program has already struck the user’s computer and
potentially used it to propagate further. The delay caused by
users not downloading or delaying in downloading an update
may result in a malicious program such as a virus or worm
spreading across networks with no way to detect and clean the
malicious program.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A method for delivering an update to at least one user,
including creating an electronic communication including an
update and a unique signature identifying, the electronic com-
munication as including the update and sending the electronic
communication to the user.

A method for receiving an update including receiving an
electronic communication, identifying whether the electronic
communication includes an update and applying the update
when the electronic communication has been identified as
including an update.

A method for delivering an update to at least one user
including creating an electronic communication including an
alert message and sending the electronic communication
including the alert message to the user.

A method for receiving an update including receiving an
electronic communication, identifying whether the electronic
communication includes an alert message and displaying the
alert message.

A method for delivering a sample including performing a
heuristic virus scan on a sample, creating an electronic com-
munication including the sample when the sample is found to
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have at least a low risk of being infected by a malicious
program and sending the electronic communication to a pro-
vider.

A system for delivering an update to at least one user
including a creating unit for creating an electronic commu-
nication including an update and a unique signature identify-
ing the electronic communication as including the update and
a sending unit for sending the electronic communication to
the user.

A system for receiving an update including a receiving unit
for receiving an electronic communication, an identifying
unit for identifying whether the electronic communication
includes an update and an applying unit for applying the
update when the electronic communication has been identi-
fied as including an update.

A system for delivering an update to at least one user,
including a creating unit for creating an electronic commu-
nication including an alert message and a sending unit for
sending the electronic communication including the alert
message to the user.

A system for receiving an update including a receiving unit
for receiving an electronic communication, an identifying
unit for identifying whether the electronic communication
includes an alert message and a displaying unit for displaying
the alert message.

A system for delivering a sample including a performing
unit for performing a heuristic virus scan on a sample, a
creating unit for creating an electronic communication
including the sample when the sample is found to have at least
a low risk of being infected by a malicious program and a
sending unit for sending the electronic communication to a
provider.

A computer system including a processor and a program
storage device readable by the computer system, embodying
a program of instructions executable by the processor to
perform method steps for delivering an update to at least one
user, the method including the steps of creating an electronic
communication including an update and a unique signature
identifying the electronic communication as including the
update and sending the electronic communication to the user.

A computer system including a processor and a program
storage device readable by the computer system, embodying
a program of instructions executable by the processor to
perform method steps for receiving an update, the method
including the steps of receiving an electronic communication,
identifying whether the electronic communication includes
an update and applying the update when the electronic com-
munication has been identified as including an update.

A computer system including a processor and program
storage device readable by the computer system, embodying
a program of instructions executable by the processor to
perform method steps for delivering an update to at least one
user, the method including the steps of creating an electronic
communication including an alert message and sending the
electronic communication including the alert message to the
user.

A computer system including a processor and a program
storage device readable by the computer system, embodying
a program of instructions executable by the processor to
perform method steps for receiving an update, the method
including the steps of receiving an electronic communication,
identifying whether the electronic communication includes
an alert message and displaying the alert message.

A computer system including a processor and a program
storage device readable by the computer system, embodying
a program of instructions executable by the processor to
perform method steps for delivering a sample, the method
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including the steps of performing a heuristic virus scan on a
sample, creating an electronic communication including the
sample when the sample is found to have at least a low risk of
being infected by a malicious program and sending the elec-
tronic communication to a provider.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

A more complete appreciation of the present disclosure
and many of the attendant advantages thereof will be readily
obtained as the same becomes better understood by reference
to the following detailed description when considered in con-
nection with the accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 shows an example of one embodiment of the method
and system of the present disclosure;

FIG. 2 shows an example of another embodiment of the
method and system of the present disclosure; and

FIG. 3 shows an example of a computer that may be used
for implementing various aspects of the present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

In describing preferred embodiments of the present disclo-
sure illustrated in the drawings, specific terminology is
employed for sake of clarity. However, the present disclosure
is not intended to be limited to the specific terminology so
selected, and it is to be understood that each specific element
includes all technical equivalents which operate in a similar
manner.

Providers of antivirus programs are generally ableto obtain
samples of new and unknown malicious programs and use
them to produce antivirus updates such as virus signatures
and heuristics. Providers may then be able to quickly distrib-
ute these antivirus updates and see that they are appropriately
incorporated into the antivirus software installed on their
customers’ computers before a new or unknown malicious
program launches a global outbreak.

An embodiment of the present disclosure is illustrated in
FIG. 1. According to this embodiment of the present disclo-
sure, a provider of an antivirus program, for example a com-
puter network server maintained by the provider, carries out
the method steps within the provider group 10. The provider
may first obtain a sample of a new or previously unknown
malicious program (Step S11). Generally, samples of new and
previously unknown malicious programs are obtained by
closely monitoring the internet and communicating with
those people who are most likely to encounter new and
unknown malicious programs. An alternative method for
obtaining new and unknown samples of malicious program is
shown in FIG. 2 and will be described in more detail below.

The provider may study obtained samples to produce an
update. This update may be a virus signature, a heuristic
update, a program update to the antivirus program itself or
any other program element that is capable of updating a
computer program. The update may be an update to the anti-
virus program scanner. For example, the update is capable of
detecting and eliminating the obtained malicious program
from an infected computer system.

The provider may be able to obtain an effective update
without the need for obtaining a sample and producing an
update. For example, the provider might discover or other-
wise acquire an already made update. Therefore, the steps of
obtaining a sample S11 and producing an update S12 are
more generally referred to as acquiring an update.

The provider then generates an antivirus update electronic
communication S13. This electronic communication can be
any communication of data such as, for example, binary data
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across any computer network or direct connection, wired or
wireless, some examples include the internet, one or more
intranets, a local area network (LAN), a wide area network
(WAN) and an ad hoc wireless connection between multiple
computers. For example this electronic communication can
be an email or instant message sent over the internet. An
instant message is a form of instant two-way communication
between more than one user. Examples of instant message
systems are America Online® Instant Messenger and
Yahoo!® Messenger. This electronic communication may
include the new update along with a digital signature. A
digital signature is a marker that identifies the electronic
communication as being an authentic electronic communica-
tion sent by the provider and bearing an update. This digital
signature may be encrypted or otherwise made secure so that
it is more difficult for entities other than the provider to create
an accurate digital signature. The update may be compressed
or uncompressed and is associated with the electronic com-
munication, for example, as an email attachment.

According to an embodiment of the present disclosure, the
electronic communication may also include an alert message.
The alert message can, for example, be used to communicate
information about a current virus outbreak. The alert message
could also include, for example, a link to an update or instruc-
tions as to where the user can obtain an update. Where an alert
message is used to send a link to an update or instructions as
to where the user can obtain an update, the actual update
might not be included as part of the electronic communica-
tion.

The electronic communication is sent to as many users as is
desired (Step S 14). For example, the electronic communica-
tion may be sent to users who are customers of the provider
and have purchased an antivirus program from the provider
within a predetermined unit of time such as a year. The elec-
tronic communication may be routed to the users by the use of
an addressing system, for example, an email address or static
internet protocol (IP) addresses. The address may be stored in
a database of user addresses maintained by the provider. The
provider may build and maintain this database by information
provided by the various users, for example, upon product
registration or product activation of the antivirus product.

According to an embodiment of the present disclosure, a
user of the antivirus program, for example, a computer main-
tained by the user, carries out the method steps within the user
group 20. The user receives the electronic communication
(Step S15). Reception of the electronic communication can
be achieved automatically through a computer program run-
ning on the user’s computer. This computer program may be
a stand-alone computer program that monitors communica-
tion traffic received by the user’s computer or it may be a
plug-in incorporated into a program that monitors communi-
cation traffic received by the user’s computer. The computer
program may be a plug-in for a firewall, a plug-in for an email
client used by the user such as Microsoft® Outlook, an email
proxy or any other program that monitors communication
traffic received by the user’s computer. The communication
traffic may be monitored by a feature of a computer security
product that contains both an antivirus program as well as a
firewall program. For example, the communication traffic
may be monitored by a feature of an antivirus program that
scans incoming electronic communications for viruses. For
example, the electronic communication may be in the form of
an instant message and is monitored by the instant message
client program running on the user’s computer.

The received electronic communication is scanned (Step
S16) by the entity that received it or another entity that is in
communication with the entity that received it. For example,
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the email client plug-in might perform the scan, or the instant
message client might initiate another program that performs
the scan. For example the electronic communication may be
scanned by a scanner plugged into the transmission control
protocol/internet protocol (TCP/IP) stack. The scanner may
scan data coming through all TCP/IP ports before the data is
passed to an application. For example, a scanner may be
plugged into simple mail transfer protocol (SMTP) and post
office protocol (POP), for example POP3.

The communication is scanned for the presence of a digital
signature indicating that the electronic communication is an
authentic update being sent by the provider. Where the digital
signature is encrypted, the same encryption key used by the
provider to encrypt the digital signature is used by the elec-
tronic communication scanner to decrypt the digital signa-
ture.

If'the electronic communication scanner detects an authen-
tic digital signature from the provider, the electronic commu-
nication is routed to a program or program element that can
extract the update (Step S18) provided an update has been
incorporated into the electronic communication. If the elec-
tronic communication scanner does not detect an authentic
digital signature from the provider, the electronic communi-
cation is allowed to proceed as it would have if no electronic
communication scanner was used. For example, an email
containing an authentic digital signature from the provider
may be routed to the antivirus program while an email not
containing an authentic digital signature from the provider
may be allowed to proceed to the email client. An instant
message containing an authentic digital signature from the
provider may be routed to an update extraction program while
an instant message not containing an authentic digital signa-
ture from the provider may be allowed to proceed to the
instant message client.

Where there is an update extracted from the electronic
communication, the extracted update can be applied to the
antivirus program (Step S19). If the update includes virus
signatures, these virus signatures can be added to the database
of known virus signatures. If the update includes heuristics,
these heuristics can be incorporated into the heuristic virus
scanner. If the update includes a software update to the anti-
virus software, such as a patch, the software update may be
applied to the antivirus software. According to an embodi-
ment of the present disclosure, the user may be offered a
choice of allowing the updates to be applied automatically or
having the user consent to the application of every update.
Where the user’s consent is requested, the update will not be
applied until the user’s consent is given. The user may be
prompted for his or her consent by a user interface, for
example, a dialog window.

Where the electronic communication contains an alert
message, the alert message can be displayed to the user by a
user interface, for example, a dialog window. If there is a link
to an update or instructions as to where the user can obtain an
update included with the alert message, this information will
be similarly conveyed.

Obtaining samples of new and unknown malicious pro-
grams is a part of keeping antivirus programs effective against
the latest malicious virus threats. FIG. 2 shows an alternative
method for obtaining new and unknown samples of malicious
program. According to an embodiment of the present disclo-
sure, the antivirus program used by the user includes a heu-
ristic virus scanner that is able to intelligently estimate
whether computer code is a malicious program. When a heu-
ristic antivirus scanner is initiated on a user’s computer (Step
S21), a determination is made whether a given file, key hard
disk sector or system memory contains a malicious program.
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In the usual case the heuristic virus scanner determines that
there is no risk of'a malicious program. However, when sus-
picious code is found, the heuristic virus scanner determines
if there is a high risk or a low risk of infection from a mali-
cious program. When the heuristic virus scanner determines
that there is a high risk, the affected file will be quarantined or
otherwise neutralized (Step S23). The high risk file is then
included in an electronic communication and sent to the pro-
vider (Step S24) for further study and potentially to use the
sample to produce a virus signature update or heuristic
update. When the heuristic virus scanner has determined that
there is a low risk, the file will not be quarantined. This
prevents the heuristic virus scanner from returning too many
false positives and quarantining too many healthy files poten-
tially causing users to stop using the heuristic virus scanner in
the future. However, low risk files, may still occasionally be
infected with actual malicious programs. Therefore, low risk
files may be included in an electronic communication and
sent to the provider (Step S24) as well.

FIG. 3 shows an example of a computer which may imple-
ment the methods and systems of the present disclosure. The
systems and methods of the present disclosure may be imple-
mented in the form of one or more software applications
running on or more computer system, for example, a main-
frame, personal computer (PC), handheld computer, server,
gateway, etc. The software applications may be stored on
recording media locally accessible by the computer systems,
for example, floppy disk, compact disk, hard disk, etc., or may
be remote from the computer systems and accessible via a
hard wired or wireless connection to a network, for example,
a local area network, or the Internet.

An example of a computer capable of implementing the
present method and system is shown in FIG. 3. The computer
referred to generally as system 500 may include a central
processing unit (CPU) 502, memory 504, for example, Ran-
dom Access Memory (RAM), a printer interface 506, a dis-
play unit 508, a (LAN) local area network data transmission
controller 510, a LAN interface 512, a network controller
514, an internal bus 516 and one or more input devices 518,
for example, a keyboard, mouse etc. As shown, the system
500 may be connected to a data storage device, for example,
a hard disk, 520, via a link 522.

Numerous additional modifications and variations of the
present disclosure are possible in view of the above-teach-
ings. It is therefore to be understood that within the scope of
the appended claims, the present disclosure may be practiced
other than as specifically described herein.

What is claimed is:
1. A method for delivering an update to at least one user,
comprising:
receiving a sample of a program;
creating, based at least in part upon the sample, an elec-
tronic communication comprising:
an update including a heuristic; and
a digital signature:
identifying said electronic communication as being
an authentic electronic communication sent by the
creator of said electronic communication; and
identifying said electronic communication as includ-
ing said update; and
sending said electronic communication to said at least one
user, wherein the electronic communication is routed,
based on the digital signature, to a particular program
that is capable of extracting said update.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein said electronic commu-
nication is an email.
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3. The method of claim 1, wherein said electronic commu-
nication is an instant message.
4. The method of claim 1, wherein said update includes one
or more virus signatures.
5. The method of claim 1, wherein said update includes a
program update.
6. The method of claim 1 wherein creating the electronic
communication comprises:
analyzing the sample;
determining that the sample poses a risk; and
creating the update in response to the determination that
the sample poses the risk.
7. The method of claim 1 further comprising storing infor-
mation associated with the at least one user in a database.
8. A method comprising:
sending a sample of a program;
receiving, in response to sending the sample, an electronic
communication comprising a digital signature;
using said digital signature to identify whether said elec-
tronic communication is an authentic electronic com-
munication sent by the creator of said electronic com-
munication and to identify whether said electronic
communication includes an update, wherein the elec-
tronic communication is routed, based on the digital
signature, to a particular program that is capable of
extracting the update; and
applying said update when said electronic communication
has been identified as including said update, wherein the
update includes a heuristic.
9. The method of claim 8, wherein said electronic commu-
nication is an email.
10. The method of claim 8, wherein said electronic com-
munication is an instant message.
11. The method of claim 8, wherein said update includes
one or more virus signatures.
12. The method of claim 8, wherein said update includes a
program update.
13. The method of claim 8 further comprising determining
that the sample poses a risk.
14. The method of claim 13 further comprising quarantin-
ing the sample.
15. A method for delivering an update to at least one user,
comprising:
receiving a sample of a program;
creating, based at least in part upon the sample, an elec-
tronic communication comprising:
an alert message;
a link to an update, wherein said update includes a heu-
ristic; and
a digital signature identifying said electronic communi-
cation as being an authentic electronic communica-
tion sent by the creator of said electronic communi-
cation and identifying said electronic communication
as including said alert message; and
sending said electronic communication to said at least one
user, wherein the electronic communication is routed,
based on the digital signature, to a particular program
that is capable of extracting said update.
16. The method of claim 15, wherein said update includes
one or more virus signatures.
17. The method of claim 15, wherein said update includes
a program update.
18. The method of claim 15, wherein said alert message
includes instructions for obtaining an update.
19. The method of claim 18, wherein said update includes
one or more virus signatures.
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20. The method of claim 18, wherein said update includes
a program update.

21. The method of claim 15, wherein said electronic com-
munication is an email.

22. The method of claim 15, wherein said electronic com-
munication is an instant message.

23. The method of claim 15 wherein using the sample to
create the alert message comprises:

analyzing the sample;

determining that the sample poses a risk; and

creating the alert message in response to the determination

that the sample poses the risk.

24. The method of claim 15 further comprising storing, in

a database, information associated with the at least one user.
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